1 300 000 population. A relatively high proportion of the brains from those dying in the metropolitan area are examined and cases of Wernicke's encephalopathy have been studied in a prospective fashion since 1973. Altogether, 131 cases have been studied and in most cases, medical records were available for clinico-pathological correlation.
Results
In a post mortem study of Wernicke's encephalopathy in Westem Australia between 1973 and 1981, 131 cases were diagnosed pathologically from 4677 brains examined from patients over 20 years of age. This is an overall incidence of 2 8%. There is some variation in the incidence from year to year as shown in table 1. The Department of Neuropathology at the Royal Perth Hospital receives material from many sources, the most important for this study being the Perth City Coroners Department. Eighty-three cases of Wernicke's encephalopathy were diagnosed from 1783 coroners necropsies, an incidence of 4*7% compared to an incidence of 1.7% from necropsies performed in Royal Perth Hospital.
The age and sex distribution are shown in table 2. Seventy-five per cent of the cases were male and 25 % female. The peak age incidence was in the fifth decade. Twelve per cent (16) of the cases were of aboriginal extraction. The aboriginal population ' '1' ' 1973 . The implication is that the alcoholic will forgo the "lesser necessities of life" such as food rather than change his drinking habits.
At the Royal Perth Hospital approximately 0-04% of all admissions are diagnosed as Wernicke's encephalopathy. In the last three years, there was an average of 14 new cases diagnosed clinically each year. ' This figure is comparable with the Massachusetts General Hospital where the figure was about 0-05 %.6 In a recent study from Sydney, New South Wales, Truswell and Apeagyei2 showed that the annual incidence of Wernicke-Korsakoff disease had increased five fold in the last 15 years whereas the population had only increased 1*3 times. Considering that only 7% of people over the age of 20 years dying in Western Australia have necropsy studies of their brains and an average of 14 cases of Wernicke's encephalopathy are diagnosed pathologically each year, there appears to be a relatively large discrepancy between numbers of cases of Wernicke's encephalopathy diagnosed clinically and pathologically. This was also confirmed by clinicopathological analysis in that although the majority of the 131 cases had been seen in the teaching hospitals of Perth, only 20% were diagnosed clinically as Wernicke's encephalopathy. Why are so few cases of this syndrome diagnosed clinically? It is probable that the chronic form of the disease, which comprised 83 % of the cases, can develop after repeated episodes of a subclinical encephalopathy in which the usual signs of mental confusion, ataxia, ophthalmoplegia, nystagmus and memory loss might be absent. Lishman'°in his lecture on evidence of a nutritional deficiency had low mean brain weights. This suggests that alcohol, the factor common to both groups, is more important than nutritional deficiencies in causing a reduction in brain weight and cerebral cortical atrophy. Recent radiological studies202' have also disclosed a high incidence of cerebral cortical "shrinkage", but some of these changes appear to be reversible. 2' 22 Having stressed the extraordinary frequency of this disease, it is obvious that it creates a significant social and economic burden to our community. Centerwall and Criqui23 showed a significant cost-benefit in an analysis of the economic feasibility of preventing this disease by fortification of alcoholic beverages with thiamine. Certainly, these patients respond dramatically to thiamine supplements in the early or acute stages of the disease. 24 However, the optimal approach is prevention rather than cure. I am grateful to the Perth City Coroners' Department for their continued cooperation in providing material for our examination. Mr Rick Timm prepared the figures and Mrs Patsy Cunningham typed the manuscript.
